“It Was a Very Good Year…”

Bob Sheldon
Mission Development Director

As most of you know, the stock market has done very well this year.  After three years of “down markets,” this year has seen increases of over twenty percent.  Why is this important to us in the church?  It is because much of our nation’s retirement income is invested in that same stock market.  Now I can retire a little earlier!  Well maybe not quite yet, but it is more promising and hopeful.  It also means that many of our members have more money this year—and they may want to express their gratitude with a year-end gift to the church.
Many of our congregations send letters to their members every December to invite a special year-end gift.  They may purchase this letter as part of a canned program or write it themselves.  Either way, the important thing is that they are doing it!  And this year is a particularly good year to try it.

Remember the economic situation last fall?  Our country was in the third year of lower stock prices, lost jobs and lots of uncertainty.  No one knew when things would turn around.  Our members, like many other citizens, were fearful of the future and its lack-luster performance.  Within this context of fear and uncertainty, it is amazing that anyone pledged at all!  In fact, many churches experienced very small—or no—increases in pledges, and had to cut ministries and mission to balance their budgets.  Well the year has turned out better than most people expected, and many are looking for opportunities to share some of their unexpected wealth.  

Year-end requests are nothing new.  I receive at least a couple dozen every year—so do our members.  If they are like me, they open the mail and make two piles:  (1) a pile of requests to keep and consider; and (2) a pile for the recycle bin.  In which pile will your request find itself?  I don’t know.  One thing I do know is where your request is if you don’t send a letter—neither pile!  Your members will assume that the church doesn’t need the money and will send it to other organizations who ask for it.  The year-end request serves as a reminder that our church is an option to consider, that it still has needs and will meet needs with any gifts received.  

In your letter, be sure to include a few options for your members to consider.  This helps them to see where the money is going and who it will help.  I like to use three choices:  (1) the budget (to fund the ongoing ministry of the church; (2) a special campaign fund (building fund, youth mission trip, etc.); and (3) a mission beyond the local congregation (basic mission support, foreign missionaries, etc.).  This third item is an important option for many members because they want to do something “beyond their pledge” and help someone “outside our walls.”  Fear not—your church will get more than its share of these year-end gifts.  Share some with others.  Please note:  you can also suggest a local charity as the third option, but I am asking you to consider a Presbyterian one this year.  We all need help this year.
You will find a sample letter and other resources to help our church fund its mission at the synod website, www.synodrm.org.  The resources are shared by pastors and church leaders to help us all help our congregations discuss the financial implications of being a Christian.  Let me know what you think—and share your ideas with the rest of us!  Because…

We’re all in this together.   

